Abstract. In zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, females prefer males that display at a high rate. In these experiments the effect of a female's experience on this preference was tested. Females were presented with a pair of males before and after being exposed to one of three treatments: (1) males with a low display rate, (2) males with a high display rate, or (3) no new males. Female preference for the male of the initial pair that displayed more was affected by the above treatments. Females increased their relative preference for this male if they had been exposed to males with a low display rate, decreased their preference if exposed to males with a high display rate, and did not change their preference if exposed to no new males. To test whether the changes in preference were sexual, the experiment was repeated with female pairs before and after the intervening treatments. There was no effect of the treatments on female preference for female pairs. The implications of these results for models of sexual selection and mate-choice strategies are discussed.
Recent studies of mate choice in birds (for example Andersson 1982; Burley & Coopersmith 1987; Møller 1988; Petrie et al. 1991 ) have concentrated on showing that mate choice occurs or on identifying the criteria individuals use in choosing a mate. There is now little doubt that mate choice occurs and is based on a variety of criteria. However, are these choice criteria absolute or relative? Theoretical papers have suggested that some sort of comparison rule is the best strategy when choosing a mate. This may be a best-of-N or one-step-decision strategy (Janetos 1980), sequential comparison (Wittenberger 1983) or sequential search strategy (Real 1990) . In all these strategies females must compare at least two males and so must remember previously encountered potential mates. Alternatively, Real (1990) suggested that females may construct a threshold above which any male is accepted.
Recent papers in the foraging literature have shown that birds can use previous experience in order to choose between alternative options. Theoretical (McNamara & Houston 1987) and experimental (Cuthill et al. 1990 ) investigations suggest recent experience is important. Birds may use a memory strongly weighted to the most recent experience, rather than using an average.
Recent experience may also be important in the assessment of potential mates. For example, Brown (1981) showed that the mating pattern of female mottled sculpins, Cottus bairdi, is consistent with a strategy of mating with a male that is larger than, or as large as, the last male encountered and Dale et al. (1990) showed that female pied flycatchers, Ficedula hypoleuca, may return to and choose previously visited males as mates. Bakker & Milinski (1991) have also shown that recent experience affects female mate preference in sticklebacks, Gasterosteus aculeatus: females prefer males with a relatively more intense red colouring than a previously encountered male (Milinski & Bakker 1990) .
These studies suggest that female choice does depend on the previous experience of the female. If females are comparing males, then females who have had experience of low-quality males should respond more intensely to males of an intermediate quality than females who have had experience of high-quality males.
In zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, male display rate is one of the most important choice criteria (Sonneman & Sjolander 1977; Immelman et al. 1978; ten Cate & Mug 1984; Houtman 1990) . Male display rate is measured as the frequency of display per unit time. The species is monogamous, dimorphic (Goodwin 1982) and both males and females choose mates (Houtman 1990) . In the
